To the extent that it presupposes choice this plunging remains false to the underworld experience of blacks. The narrator does not have to plunge, logically, he plunges naturally. That is the way of things. And we readily note that the narrator's mind slips from the idea of choice to the image of plunging, the pri mordial fear of being given over to gravity not just in body but in mind and soul. He himself is clinging to the Brotherhood: "For to break away would be to plunge ... To plunge!" He has the sensation of it here, sympathetically. But almost at once it becomes inwardly, direcdy his own experience. The notes of identification between the narrator and the transitory, excluded, effectively chthonian ones break through his declarations of difference to inform us that he has joined them spiritually, though not yet avowedly. With an ironic allusion to another underworld he strives to resume his efforts at "mastery" of the social and political world: "I had found the thread of reality." But his dreams give away his deepest position: "instead of Clifton being lost it was myself." In addition, the falsity and hopelessness of his opposing the transitory ones and touting the Brotherhood stand out graphically where the Brotherhood celebrate Jack's birthday "at the Chthonian." As Satan might say, "which way I turn is Hell." The narrator emulates others; he becomes Clifton. He takes to himself the verb "to plunge," and by the time we get to the race riot the underworld references are increasing and intensifying enough to seem either calculated, or integral to Ellisons conception. An Acherontic river flows through the scene, "a black river ripping through a black land" early in the riot, and at its conclusion, when the narrator has "plunge . . . You stand naked and shivering before the millions of eyes who look through you unseeingly. That is the real soul-sickness, the spear in the side, the drag by the neck through the mob-angry town, the Grand Inquisition, the embrace of the Maiden, the rip in the belly with the guts spilling out, the trips to the chamber with the deadly gas that ends in the oven so hy gienically clean?only it's worse because you continue stupidly to live. In the former scene, the narrator watches "a dark red spot of my own blood shaping itself into a butterfly, glistening and soaking into the soiled gray world of the canvas." In the latter scene, he lies "beside a river of black water," is cut, and sees "a glittering butterfly circle three times around my blood-red parts." The language suggests the same butterfly, interchangeably glistening or glittering, and probably the same underworld universe that is alternatively "soiled gray" or a black river. Certainly it is the same blood, with the same implications of violation, and loss of identity if not life. In this complex, the butterfly must be identified with psyche, with the soul, converting and transcending the dismal facts into 79 Criticism something-on a higher frequency. Perhaps it takes something away from this hint of affirmation that the narrator is put down as a "mystic idealist," but we may recall that he has gone through hell to reach this position, and may be entided to it. to the end of the world, perhaps." In this respect the underworld practically ceases to exist, and the story reaches not a happy ending, but a happy prospect. That prospect is not entirely lacking in outline or specifica tion. The ostensible moral of the tale is that girls should obey their mothers (Simbi ignores her mother's advice at the outset), but a deeper, fuller inculcation of traditional culture is diffused through the novel. Not only her mother, but an old man?obviously his age is meant to suggest authority and wisdom?gives Simbi clear counsel, and various soothsayers and gods out of the age-old culture instruct and assist her once she cannot be turned away from her ordeal. Without taking away from her own courage and resourcefulness, we must recognize that it is the resources and wisdom of her culture that really serve to bring her safely home. Even her friend Rali, without Simbi's privileges, has more native wit than Simbi herself, and with her good advice standing them in good stead at a crucial juncture in the last battie against the Satyr, it is appropriate that she should be the one to come back with Simbi and be spared. Oh! he did not succeed in turning away his eyes straight away. But when he had managed to eradicate from his sight and as it were wipe the old woman and her serpents from the face of the earth .... But we must recall, in order not to fall into Clarence's own fallacy of dichotomous thinking, that Dioki has knowledge of the king, has a measure of the truth (is a soothsayer) beyond Clarence's own. Her sensuality is grotesque, but her grotesque condition (grotto, underworld) is mystical, and Clarence imaginatively goes through it, uses its intuition and energy to go to the king. When Dioki insists, "I am not the king! ... I am not the king!" she confesses a limitation in herself but also implies a dangerous idolatry in Clarence, a tendency to take a chthonian divinity for the divinity.
There is no doubt a modern
At no point does the text afford us the luxury of absolute distinction and sim ple positions. Its very resemblance to allegory constitutes part of its elusiveness; the tendency to allegory in criticism feeds on deficiency in the encountered ob ject, and here is no deficiency. Rather we must countenance the fact that Clar ence is living at an extremity, if not in extremis, and without constricting the text into a record exclusively of either hallucination grounded in an overburdened physiology, or a fantasy of moral decay and personal vanity, or a religious vision
